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Shoftim

Overview

arashat Shoftim continues both Moses’ review of selected laws from the Books

of Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers and his introduction of those laws that,

until then, had not been pertinent for the generation about to enter the Land of
Israel. Specifically covered are the new judicial system, further details regarding the prohi-
bition of idolatry, laws of sacrifices, the establishment of the monarchy, the priests’ entitle-
ments and divisions, divination vs. prophecy, cities of refuge, theft, testimony, perjury, war,
and unwitnessed murder.

Thus we see that the authority of all four principal forms of Jewish leadership —judi-
cial and legislative (the judge), executive (the king), ritual (the priest), and religious (the
prophet) —are confirmed and formalized in this parashah.

Inasmuch as all four of these offices are discussed within the same parashah, whose
name is shoftim, “judges,” it follows that the Torah considers the judge to be the generic
prototype of leadership. This is because the role of the judge, as envisioned in this parashah,
is to ensure that the behavior of both the individual and the nation conform to the Torah’s
ethical, moral, and ritual standards, thereby ensuring the welfare of both the individual
and the community as they combine to form a well-functioning, safe, productive, and holy
society. The maintenance of such a society is essential as the basis of revealing God’s pres-
ence on earth, making the world fit to be God’s home; as we recall, society’s degeneration
into a lawless jungle and humanity’s banishment of God from life brought about the Flood.

In the context of the overall theme of the Book of Deuteronomy, teshuvah—the call to
return to God after a period of estrangement or lapse in commitment, as well as the tools
to do so—parashat Shoftim highlights the necessity to empower and submit to authority, to
subject our behavior to the review of those with whom we have entrusted the task of help-
ing us live our lives in accordance with God’s plan and wishes.

This submission to authority is not, in the Torah’s scheme, a surrender to totalitarian
oppression necessitated by the concession of human imperfection. On the contrary: since
our essence, our Divine soul, intrinsically desires only to do God’s will in the fullest sense,
fulfilling our unique Divine potential without hindrance, any deviation from that course
is antithetical to our nature. Submission to an authority who determines if we are acting
in consonance with the Torah’s directives is thus simply a way of facilitating being true to
our innermost selves.
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OVERVIEW OF SHOFTIM

The conclusion of parashat Shoftim expresses this notion most eloquently. When the
victim of an unwitnessed murder committed outside city limits is discovered, the Torah
prescribes an elaborate ritual designed to remove any presumed, collective guilt for this
crime from the community at large. Inasmuch as murder —depriving a person of the abil-
ity to fulfill his or her life’s mission—is the archetypal sin, and thus a metaphor for all sin,
this ritual is in effect stating that we cannot ultimately be held responsible for sinning; it
is because we are out of our native element in this material, God-denying world that we
sometimes fall into behavior unworthy of our Divine origin. It is thus God'’s doing, so to
speak, that there is such a thing as sin, its purpose being that we reach a higher level of
Divine consciousness by repenting and repairing the damage caused, through proper and
sincere teshuvah.

&

The first authority to whom we must submit our behavior for scrutiny is our own, inner
judge, our intellect, whose task it is to govern our emotions and actions according to the
Torah’s instructions. Inasmuch as the mind by nature rules over the heart, we can use the
unfortunately largely untapped power of our mind to both steer our life in the direction we
know it should go as well as to release our innate love and fear of God from their imprison-
ment at the hands of our ingrained materiality.

ér

The opening phrase of this parashah—"“You must appoint judges and sheriffs” —indicates
that the commandment to appoint judges includes the commandment to establish a well-
trained and well-equipped police force to act as the arm of the law, enforcing the judges’
decisions when necessary.

In the present order, this police force is an unavoidable necessity; in fact, the Talmudic
sages state that “a judge without a sheriff is not a judge.” In contrast, in the messianic fu-
ture, when God will “remove the spirit of impurity from the earth,” this police force will
become superfluous; litigants will willingly fulfill the judges’” decisions. The prophet Isaiah
therefore informs us that in those days, God “will restore your judges as in former times,
and your counselors as of yore,”! but makes no mention of sheriffs.

Yet, the name given to this parashah is simply Shoftim (“judges”), not Shoftim veShotrim
(“judges and sheriffs”), so even though the parashah discusses the necessities of the present,
its name focuses our sights on the ideal state of the messianic future, when sheriffs will not
be necessary.

Among the many laws and customs that constitute our current practice of Judaism,
there are those that will change or even be superseded after the Redemption. Until then,
however —no matter how close we approach the time of Redemption—they remain in ef-
fect in their present form. Conversely, there are numerous commandments and practices
whose fulfillment has been suspended during the exile; these cannot be fulfilled until after
the Redemption.

Nevertheless, one way of hastening the advent of the Redemption is by living with
“messianic consciousness,” that is, by living already —as far as permissible and possible —
the way we will live after the Messiah comes.? It follows that readily heeding the instruc-
tions and advice of our “judges” —the religious authorities who apply the Torah’s teach-

1. Isaiah 1:26.
2. See Tanya, chapter 37 (46b); Sefer HaMa’amarim Melukat, vol. 3, pp 47-48.
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OVERVIEW OF SHOFTIM

ings to the specificities of each generation—without the need for “sheriffs” to enforce
their instructions, is itself a way of ushering in the messianic era.?

3. Based on Sefer HaSichot 5749, vol. 2, pp. 666-670, 674; Sefer HaSichot 5751, vol. 2, pp. 780-786.
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proper behavior, as well. Analogously, our spiritual
“judges” comprise both our study of the Torah—
which teaches us which influences are beneficial
(and therefore permitted) and which are detrimen-
tal (and therefore forbidden)—and our behavior in
accordance with the Torah’s teachings. Our spiritual
“sheriffs” are required only when our evil inclina-
tions interfere with the orderly functioning of our
spiritual judiciary, in which case we have to mobi-
lize ourselves to oppose their evil machinations. We
do this by carefully considering how harmful it is to
ignore the Torah’s injunctions and by deprecating
and scorning the advocates of rebellion, both within
us and without.

In this context, we can understand why Moses did
not appoint sheriffs when the Jewish people were
in the desert and why, by the same token, regarding
the messianic future, God only promises to “restore
your judges as in former times”” but not the sheriffs.
Both in the desert and in the messianic future, evil
did not and will not hold sway over us, so there was
and will be no need for extreme measures to ensure
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that we follow God’s will.®

Bribery blinds the eyes of the sage: What is
insidious about bribery is that it does not make us
consciously act immorally or irrationally; rather, it
skews our sense of judgment, making us sincerely
believe that our warped perception is indeed ob-
jective and just. The Torah therefore tells us that it
“blinds the eyes of the sage,” implying that even
after accepting the bribe, the individual remains a
sage, fully capable of logical reasoning, but that he
has become blind to objective truth; having become
predisposed to the rightness of the briber, his logic
proceeds from a predetermined base.’

Thus, it follows that besides common bribery —a
monetary or other type of gift—there also exists a
subtler form of bribery: the simple awareness of
self. A judge, or for that matter, anyone seeking to
ascertain the truth about anything, must approach
his subject without any sense of selfhood, for even
the slightest degree of self-awareness will cause his
perception to be subjective, and therefore incorrect,
even if only subtly so.”

7.Isaiah 1:26. 8. Likutei Sichot, vol. 34, pp. 104-105, vol. 14, pp. 277-279, vol. 24, pp. 441-442. 9. Hitva'aduyot 5747, vol. 3, p. 232.

10. Likutei Sichot, vol. 23, p. 95.
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Deuteronomy 16:18-21 SHOFTIM

The Judicial System in the Promised Land

Moses continued, “When you enter the land, you must replace your current
judiciary, which is organized according to the numerical division of the people,’
with a new hierarchy composed of local and regional judges. You must appoint
judges and sheriffs for yourself in all your cities that Gop, your God, is giving
you. The job of the sheriffs is to enforce the judges’ rulings, threatening the people
with clubs and whips if necessary. Until now, sheriffs were not needed, appar-
ently because I myself appointed the judges and the people therefore accorded
them sufficient deference. When you enter the land, however, and appoint new
judges without my approbation, these judges may occasionally need the assistance
of sheriffs, so you must be prepared for this eventuality.?

You must appoint separate judges and sheriffs for each of your tribes and cities.
If a city comprises members of different tribes, a separate court must be set up in
that city for each tribe. Appoint judges who are expert and righteous, to ensure
that they will judge the people by rendering fair judgments.

Tell these judges: “You must not pervert justice. You must not show partiality
to either of the litigants —not even by treating them differently while hearing their
testimony —for this will affect their ability to present their respective cases. As you
have been taught,® you must not accept a bribe —even if you are confident in your
ability to judge the case fairly regardless—for bribery perforce blinds the eyes of
the sage to the faults of the person who gave the bribe and perverts the just words
of the Torah, twisting them in the mind of the judge.’

Conversely, as litigants, do not automatically assume that all courts will be eq-
uitable. Justice, justice must you pursue, by realizing that it is your responsibility
to seek reliable courts. In any case, appointing righteous judges is so crucial that
doing so will earn you sufficient merit for which you may live and take posses-
sion of the land that Gop, your God, is giving you.

Idolatry

You have been told not to worship idols, and moreover, to uproot all deified
trees you encounter in the Land of Israel.* In addition, you must not even plant for
yourself such a deified tree, for even merely planting such a tree is a punishable
offense, whether or not you worship it. Furthermore, you must not plant any type
of tree or build a house near the altar of Gop, your God, that you will make for
yourself, i.e., on the Temple mountain.

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3
You must appoint judges and sheriffs for your- are thus bidden to station “judges and sheriffs”

self in all your cities: The word used for “cities” to guard these gates so that we not be invaded by

here literally means “gates.” Allegorically, then, this ~ pernicious entities that could be detrimental to our

verse can be interpreted to refer to the “gates” of spiritual health and integrity.’

the body —the ears, eyes, nose, and mouth, through ~ As has been seen,® the judges were not only re-

which external stimuli enter our consciousness. We  sponsible for rendering judgment but for enforcing

1. Exodus 18:13-26; above, 1:9-18. 2. Likutei Sichot, vol. 34, pp. 98-104. 3. Exodus 23:8. 4. Exodus 34:13; above, 12:3. 5. Siftei Kohen
on this verse. 6. Above, 1:15.
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by showing that the witnesses could not have witnessed the events® if this can be
demonstrated to be the case for all of the witnesses, whether there are two or three
witnesses or any greater number. The accused may not be condemned to death

by the testimony of only one witness.

15. See below, 19:15-21.
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Deuteronomy 16:22-17:6 SHOFTIM

You must not erect for yourself a single-stoned altar-pedestal, even in order to
offer up sacrifices to God on it. Even though God did not oppose the use of such
altar-pedestals in the patriarchal era,' they are now something that Gop, your
God, hates, because the Canaanites have since then made its use part of their
idolatrous rites.

Improper Intentions in Sacrificing

You have been told that you must not eat the meat of a sacrificed animal if
the person who slaughtered it did so in the course of articulating his intention
that its meat be eaten outside the prescribed times for doing so;'? and that when
you slaughter an animal as a sacrifice, you must do so with the intention that it
be eaten within the prescribed time limit.” In addition, slaughtering an animal as
a sacrifice with the intention that it be eaten outside its prescribed time is subject
to a restrictive commandment: You must not slaughter to Gop, your God, an ox,
sheep, or goat that acquires a defect through any improper pronouncement by its
slaughterer, i.e., through an articulation of his or her intent to eat it outside of the
prescribed time for doing so, for Gop, your God, considers this an abomination.
In contrast, the sacrifice is not invalidated if you merely harbor such an intention
in your thoughts but do not articulate it."

Punishment for Idolatry

If there be found among you, within one of your cities that Gop, your God,
is giving you, a man or woman performing the quintessential act that Gop, your
God, deems evil, transgressing His covenant with you that you not serve idols

by going and worshipping other deities and prostrating him or herself before
them, or before the sun, the moon, or any heavenly body, all of which I have
commanded you not to worship;

and the crime is reported to you, and you —via your legal surrogates, the court—
hear the report from valid witnesses, and you (again, through the court) investi-
gate the matter thoroughly; and it is found to be true because the evidence sup-
plied by all the witnesses agrees, establishing that this abomination has indeed
been committed in Israel;

you (again, via your emissaries, the court) must bring the man or woman who
has committed this evil thing to the gate of the city in which the idolatry was
committed, this man or woman, and you must pelt them with stones as described
below, intending that they die thereby.

The idolater, who is liable to death, must be condemned to death by the court
by virtue of the testimony of a minimum of two witnesses. The testimonies of the
witnesses combine to form one testimony, which as such can only be disqualified

11. See Genesis 28:18-22,31:13, 45 ff, and 35:14. 12. Leviticus 7:18. 13. Leviticus 19:5-6. 14. Rashi on Zevachim 41b, s.v. Kegon SheNatan.

101



DLW

FIRST READING

—& ONKELOS (03—
RIITR3 13 7710 KITTOT KT
Xy 937 KT APUpnY

waT Ty 9em Knnaa
X105 M 7PN MK & PN
RPT T3 KDT7 KR PR KPTY
WNony 1Mo WRom P KTy
TIP3 KT MY nINa 17D
yIn? 7T KINKY pon Dpm

RN aP

Rnvn 1 — 1272 DRI 1T Mo MY Jnan
TR oYY ARRY IR M) 2 AL eR
NinipRn 921 M3 wIpnd naw

our lives. The former intention is wholly operative,
focused on accomplishing the Divine task at hand;
the latter intention is more creative, focused on inte-
grating the lesson to be learned from the command-
ment into our lives as a force for spiritual growth.

As we know, when we accepted the Torah at Mount
Sinai, we did so by saying, “We will do and we will
learn,”” prefacing “we will do” —performing God’s
will —to “we will hear” —studying and understand-
ing the Torah. This nuance perfectly expressed our
unconditional commitment to our relationship with
God. Accordingly, the “judges” are secondary to the
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“sheriffs”; the creative side is merely the prerequi-
site to the executive side.

This, however, is only half the story. Prefacing “we
will do” to “we will learn” equally implies that “we
will do” is prefatory to “we will learn”; in other
words, even after we have executed God’s will, there
is still intrinsic value to understanding it and inter-
nalizing it. This is because our Divine imperative to
make the world into God’s home applies not only to
our faculty of action but to our intellect and emo-
tions, as well. They, too, must be refined and infused
with Divine consciousness.?

& INNER DIMENSIONS «

[8] The Sanhedrin: The contrast between per-
forming God’s commandments in order to sim-
ply fulfill His will vs. performing them in order
to glean the specific spiritual effects unique to
each one can be viewed as a study in the contrast
between simplicity and complexity. God’s un-
derlying will common to all the commandments
is undifferentiated; it is the simple will that we
make this world into His home. In contrast, each
individual commandment owes its uniqueness to
the delight God experiences in our performance
of it, which is different for each commandment
since each one accomplishes a different aspect of
transforming the world into His home.

But besides the specific delight associated with
the fulfillment of each commandment, there is a
higher state of delight, which, like will, is undif-
ferentiated. This simple delight is not attached
to any specific referent, but is God’s overall de-
light in creation; it serves as the source both of
His will to create the world as a setting in which
the transformation of reality into His home can

take place as well as the specific delight embod-
ied in the performance of each individual com-
mandment as its fulfillment propels the world
toward that same goal. This supernal, undiffer-
entiated delight is expressed most eloquently
through the ongoing expansion of the Oral Law,
vested in general in the Sanhedrin but in particu-
lar in every Jew as he or she merits to reveal new
insights from the Torah’s inexhaustible fountain.
Inasmuch as the human creation of Torah is pos-
sible only through the highest form of imitatio
Dei, the virtual merging of the human self with
the Divine self, it is the highest expression of
God’s undifferentiated essence.

“Therefore,” God tells us, “I, God, love justice,”?
and the sages teach us* that the proper imple-
mentation of the Torah’s system of justice and
jurisprudence, correctly applying the Torah’s vi-
sion to all facets of human experience, hastens
the ultimate Redemption, which will signify the
completion of the Divine task to transform real-
ity into His home.”

25. Exodus 24:7. 26. Likutei Sichot, vol. 29, pp. 95-101. 27. Isaiah 61:8. 28. Devarim Rabbah 5:7. 29. Likutei Sichot, vol. 29, pp. 101-102.
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Deuteronomy 17:7-8 SHOFTIM

Death by stoning is to be administered as follows: The hand of the witnesses
must be the first upon the guilty party, to put him to death: One witness must push
him from an elevation twice his height; if the fall does not kill him, the second wit-
ness must cast a heavy stone onto his chest; if this, too, does not kill him, then only
afterwards must the collective hand of all the people kill him by pelting him with
stones.'® His corpse must then be hung on a pole for a short period of time, taken
down before nightfall, and then buried."” The criminal’s relatives must not eat the
ritual meal of consolation,' nor may the sentencing court eat at all on the day of the
execution. These rules apply when any form of capital punishment is administered."

So must you, as a people, eliminate this evil of idolatry from your midst.

Judicial Hierarchy

If a matter in judgment that is brought before you as a judge eludes you—for
example: whether a particular discharge of blood is blood that would render a
woman ritually defiled or it is blood that does not, whether a particular legal case
is a case in which the accused is guilty or it is a case in which he or she is innocent,
or whether a particular dermal lesion is a lesion that would render a person ritu-
ally defiled or it is a lesion that does not—rendering any such matters subjects of
dispute in any of your cities because the judges cannot agree upon the verdict,
you must arise and go up to the place that Gop, your God, chooses as the site
for His Temple, for this place will also be the seat of the Sanhedrin, the supreme
court.”® (Traveling to the Temple site is termed “going up” because it is considered
the “top” of the world.?")

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

The Sanhedrin: The Sanhedrin, the high court of
71 judges, inherits its authority from Moses and the
70 elders whom God selected to assist him in his ca-
pacity as the supreme legal authority of the Jewish
people.? Its basic function is judicial: to render final
decisions in all matters of law brought before it by
lower courts or designated specifically for its judg-
ment. In addition, it is responsible for ensuring that
the populace know the law and obey it—assisted,
when necessary, by law-enforcement officers (“sher-
iffs”). In these respects, it fills the same function in
the Torah’s legal system for Jews that non-Jewish
courts fill within the legal system incorporated
within the Torah’s Noahide code for non-Jews.?

In addition, however, the Sanhedrin is empow-
ered —within the Torah’s guidelines—to create new
laws. In this capacity, the Sanhedrin is the seedbed
of the Oral Torah, expanding it and applying it to
new cases in accordance with the growth and de-
velopment of civilization. As such, the Sanhedrin
expresses our most sublime spiritual potential: to
identify so completely with God that we assume
His role as the source of the Torah. It is no won-
der, then, that besides possessing judicial expertise,

members of the Sanhedrin are required to evince
exemplary moral character and humility. Only
those who have emptied themselves of ego and self-
interest can serve as the channels through which
Divine wisdom flows into the world.

As we have seen,* the Torah’s directive to appoint
judges and sheriffs throughout the land can be alle-
gorically interpreted to mean that each of us should
assume personal responsibility for learning the To-
rah and implementing its directives. In this vein,
the two roles of the Sanhedrin just described —ex-
ecutive and creative —are mirrored in our personal
relationship with God. The “judges” —our respon-
sibility to learn and teach the Torah—correspond
to the Sanhedrin’s creative role; the “sheriffs” —
our responsibility to implement the Torah’s teach-
ings—correspond to the Sanhedrin’s executive role.

Similarly, every commandment we perform com-
prises both these facets of relationship with God.
There is, first of all, the common, underlying inten-
tion behind the performance of God’s command-
ments: to fulfill His will. In addition, there is the
specific intention behind each individual command-
ment: its unique relevance and capacity to enhance

16. Exodus 19:13; Sanhedrin 6:4. 17. Below, 21:22-23. 18. Leviticus 18:28. 19. Sanhedrin 63a, cited by Rashi on Leviticus 19:26;
Mishneh Torah, Sanhedrin 13:4.. 20. Exodus 21:1. 21. See Exodus 33:1. 22. Exodus 21:1; Numbers 11:16-17, 24-25. 23. See on Exodus

19:5; Mishneh Torah, Melachim 9:14. 24. On 16:18, above.
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& A CLOSER LOOK ~

[15] You may indeed appoint a king over you:
Moses himself filled the role of king* in all but
name,” and by appointing Joshua as his succes-
sor he effectively invested him as the next de
facto king.?® After Joshua, however, there was no
one who acted as the Jewish people’s king, even
de facto, until Saul was installed as king by the
prophet Samuel.

Samuel installed King Saul by anointing him
with the anointing 0il,* and all subsequent
kings were either similarly anointed, or acquired
their office by inheritance, or both.* Although
the concept of installation by anointment sure-
ly formed part of the Oral Torah adjunct to the

Written Torah’s description of the institution of
kingship, it is strange that it is not mentioned
explicitly —as is installation by anointment re-
garding the priesthood*' —particularly in light
of the explicit prohibition of anointing any lay
person with the anointing oil,** to which anoint-
ing a king is an exception. It is similarly puzzling
that Joshua was not anointed, having rather been
installed as Moses’ successor by ordination —the
laying on of hands.*

The solution to these dichotomies lies in the na-
ture of leadership as envisioned by the Torah. We
have noted previously* that ideally, the leader of
the people should primarily be their spiritual

36. Mishneh Torah, Beit HaBechirah 6:11. 37. Exodus 18:14-15. 38. See below, 31:11; Mishneh Torah, Melachim 1:3. 39. Exodus 30:22-
33. 40. Mishneh Torah, Melachim 1:7, 12. 41. Exodus 30:30. 42. Exodus 30:33. 43. Numbers 27:18. 44. On Leviticus 4:22.
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“You must approach the Sanhedrin, which should ideally include Levitic priests
if they are qualified,® and which is headed by the supreme judge who will be in
office at that time —whose authority you must accept even if he cannot compare
with the judges that preceded him —and inquire of them. They will tell you the
solution to the matter in question.

You must act in accordance with the verdict that they tell you from their seat
in the place Gop will choose as the Temple site. You must be careful to act in ac-
cordance with everything they instruct you.

You must act according to the law that they instruct you and the judgment
they pronounce to you. You may not deviate right or left from the word they tell
you; even if they have rendered a manifestly erroneous judgment, God neverthe-
less insists that you follow their instructions.

Any person (i.e., judge) who acts maleficently—in this case, by not obeying
the verdict of the priest who stands there to serve Gop, your God, or the superior
judge—that person must be tried and put to death by the court, and you must
thereby eliminate this evil from Israel, i.e., the Jewish people.

Postpone the execution of the guilty judge until the next pilgrim festival, so that
the entire people, who will be present at that time, can listen to what happened
and hence be afraid to incur similar guilt; thus, they will no longer think to act
maleficently in this way, had they entertained such an idea.

The King

When you enter the land that Gop, your God, is giving you,
take possession of it, and settle it, and you say, collectively, ‘I will appoint a king
over myself, like all the nations around me have,’

you may indeed appoint a king over yourself, but he must be one whom Gop,
your God, chooses. You must appoint a king over yourself from among your
brothers, that is, from among your fellow Jews; you may not appoint a foreign-
er—that is, one who is not your brother Israelite—over yourself, for, as will be
seen presently,® your king is subject to all the laws of the Torah, not just those that
apply to non-Jews.*

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Even if they have rendered a manifestly incor-
rect judgment: How can the Torah, which is the
ultimate and absolute expression of truth, insist
that we follow its sages even when they have mani-
festly erred? The answer to this question lies in the
Torah’s attitude toward the relationship between
Divine truth and what we perceive as objective re-
ality. Although the Torah accords great respect to
pragmatism, making ample use of empirical knowl-
edge, it at the same time recognizes the superiority
of Divine truth over material phenomena and the

ability of the former to determine the latter —what
we might refer to as positive idealism. Thus, the
Talmud asserts* that a Divinely sanctioned court of
Jewish law has the ability, speaking with the voice
of the Torah, to alter reality.

Therefore, when the Sanhedrin or any other duly
authorized court of Jewish law “errs,” its decision
alters the reality in question, rendering its decision
ipso facto correct!®

You may indeed appoint a king over you: Read-
ing these verses, the impression we form is that,

30. Sifrei, Shoftim 10 (on this verse); Mishneh Torah, Sanhedrin 2:2. 31. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 127, note 26; vol. 29, p. 98, note 30.
32.V. 19, below. 33. Likutei Sichot, vol. 29, p. 82. 34. Y. Nedarim 6:8 (23b). 35. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, pp. 127-128.
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lishment.*® The sages therefore say —to each one of
us: “Provide yourself with a teacher [of Torah],”*
with whom we should consult on all matters of
spiritual life and before whose review and scruti-
ny we should subject our progress on the spiritual
path. We should not delude ourselves into think-
ing that we can rely on our own “judges and sher-
iffs” or that higher authority is only relevant once
we have attained our optimal level of the “fear of
God.” Even while we are struggling to attain this
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lesser goal, the commandment to appoint a “king”
is relevant.

Furthermore, we should not delude ourselves into
thinking that there is no suitable candidate to serve
as our “king” since no one is perfect and therefore
capable of understanding us objectively. The Torah
assures us that if we search properly and diligent-
ly, we will indeed find the counselor suited to our
spiritual needs.®

& A CLOSER LOOK =6

[continued...] leader, their greatest authority in
matters of Torah, and only secondarily their
leader in material matters. This is the best way
for the Jewish nation to be assured that its ma-
terial needs are being met and managed in ac-
cordance with both the spirit and letter of the
Torah’s laws. Such was the case with Moses and
Joshua, who served primarily as the nation’s
foremost authorities in religious knowledge and
practice and only secondarily attended to the na-
tion’s needs as their political, military, and ad-
ministrative leaders.

In later generations, however, this ideal could
not be maintained, for the spiritual leaders of the
generation did not have the talents for political
leadership, and those who did possess these tal-
ents were not qualified to act as the highest au-
thorities in matters of Torah. Spiritual leadership

was vested in the head of the Sanhedrin, where-
as material leadership was vested in the king.

This explains why Joshua was not anointed and
why anointment is not explicitly mentioned as
the installment rite for Jewish kings. Anoint-
ment consecrates the individual for material
leadership, whereas spiritual leadership is con-
ferred, as above, by ordination. When both spir-
itual and material leadership are vested in the
same person, material leadership is subordinate
to spiritual leadership, and therefore anoint-
ment is superfluous. Since this is the ideal con-
dition, the Torah does not mention it explicitly,
relying only on Oral Tradition to validate instal-
lation by anointment in the inferior situation in
which these two aspects of leadership have been
separated.”

48. See Gitin 62a. 49. Avot 1:6, 16. 50. Likutei Sichot, vol. 24, pp. 104-106. See below, on 31:11. 51. Likutei Sichot, vol. 23, pp. 190-197.
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Once he has been appointed, the only restrictions that the king must abide by
beyond those that apply to all Jews are, firstly, that he not acquire more horses for
himself than are required for his limited number of chariots, so that he not bring
any of the people back to Egypt in order to procure these many horses, for Gop
has said to you, “You must never again return along that path.”*

Secondly, he must not take more than eighteen wives for himself, in order
that his heart not thereby be distracted from his royal duties by his excessive
matrimonial duties, undermining his ability to fulfill his duties as king. Thirdly,
he must not acquire more silver and gold for himself than is necessary to finance
his army.

If the king abides by these restrictions, God will make sure that he sit securely
upon his royal throne and that his reign be prolonged. The king must also observe
the following, additional commandment, that applies only to him: He must write
for himself two copies of this Torah on a scroll, one to keep in his archives and
one to take with him wherever he goes, copying it from the Torah scroll that is in
the care of the Levitic priests.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

subject to the provisions listed here, the Torah has
no opposition to the institution of monarchy. And
indeed, the prophetic vision of the Messiah depicts
him primarily as a king.

Yet, we see that when the time came and the people
did want to appoint a king over themselves, the
leading spiritual authority of that time, the prophet
Samuel, vehemently opposed the plan,* and God
Himself said that by appointing a king, “they are
forsaking Me.”*

In order to understand this seeming contradiction,
we can note that, in general, there are two positive
motivations for instituting a monarchy. The first is
based on society’s recognition that it must follow
the law in order to function properly, but that it is
incapable of doing so without some palpable form
of higher authority that can coerce it into compli-
ance. In this context, monarchy is not so different
from any other form of government entrusted by
the people to enforce the nation’s laws. In the con-
text of Judaism, the people are ideally meant to
follow both the letter and spirit of the Torah’s laws
out of self-motivation. However, when the “fear of
God” —i.e., the willingness to let God’s will over-
ride our personal desires—is lacking, and even the
sheriffs of the judiciary are not enough to deter mis-
behavior, it becomes necessary to invoke a more in-
timidating deterrent—in this case, a king.

The second positive motivation is based on the To-
rah’s ideal of the king as the cream of the people,
the paragon of Jewish humility and godliness. In-
asmuch as not everyone can attain the highest lev-
els of spiritual refinement—nor is even necessarily

free to pursue such attainments—it is appropriate
to appoint someone who has reached these levels to
inspire the rest of the people to evince the spiritual-
ity that they do not yet possess but that he embod-
ies, thus enabling them to vicariously experience
his self-effacement before God. Needless to say, this
second level of monarchy is relevant even when the
people possess the basic “fear of God” that renders
the first motivation for appointing a king irrelevant.

It was because the people in Samuel’s time requested
a king solely for the first reason that he was so op-
posed to the notion. Samuel would have preferred
that the people instead turn their attention inward,
redoubling their efforts at refining themselves suffi-
ciently that they would not need a king for the first,
more prosaic reason. Similarly, God knew that their
reason for seeking a king was out of spiritual lazi-
ness, and therefore described it as “forsaking Me.”

On the other hand, since in the final analysis it is
better that the people behave properly regardless
of their motivation, God instructed Samuel to grant
their request and appoint a king. The hope was that
after the king would fulfill his first function, incul-
cating the people with the proper “fear of God,”
he would then fulfill his second function, bringing
them to true humility and selflessness before God.

Although the Jewish people have not had a formal
king since the destruction of the first Temple and
will not have another until the advent of the Messi-
ah, we are still enjoined to appoint a higher author-
ity over ourselves, both individually and, wherever
relevant, collectively. In the absence of the formal
monarchy, this role is filled by the rabbinic estab-

45. Exodus 14:13; Below, 28:68. 46. 1 Samuel 8:4-22. 47.1 Samuel 8:7.
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also be the priests’ entitlement from all lay people: From those who slaughter
any domesticated animal for personal consumption,® be it an ox (or other type of
cattle) or a sheep or a goat, the slaughterer must give the priest the section of the
right foreleg from the knee to the shoulder, the cheeks together with the tongue,
and the stomach (see Figure 1).” However, a priest who slaughters such an animal
for personal use need not give these portions to another priest. Furthermore, this

58. See above, 12:20. 59. Chulin 10:4 (134b); Mishneh Torah, Bikurim 9:18.
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The Torah must thus remain with him physically at all times, and he must
read from it every day of his life, so that he may learn to revere Gop, his God;
to safeguard all the words of this Torah and these rules by studying them so that
he know how to properly perform them;

so that his heart will not become haughty over his brothers; and so that he
will not deviate either to the right or to the left from even a seemingly incon-
sequential commandment communicated to him by a prophet. He should fulfill
all these requirements in order that he might prolong the days he rules over his
kingdom—he and his sons—among Israel. If his son is qualified, it is preferable
that he inherit the kingship when the time comes, rather than it being given to
anyone else.

Priests’ Entitlements

As you have been told,* the entire tribe of Levi has been
granted a portion of the national surplus, and the priests a portion of certain
sacrifices in addition, in order to relieve them of the burden of having to earn
a living, enabling them to devote themselves to the Temple service (or, until the
Temple is built, the Tabernacle service—and so in all further references to the
Temple) on behalf of the rest of the nation. The following privileges accrue to
the entire tribe: The Levitic priests —every priest, whether he be fit to serve in
the Temple or be disqualified from doing so on account of a bodily blemish*—
together with the rest of the tribe of Levi,” must have no portion in the spoils
of war nor any land-inheritance with the rest of Israel.” Instead, the priests
must eat their designated portions of Gop’s fire-offerings, i.e., the sacrifices of-
fered up in the Temple, and the tribe of Levi as a whole must eat His inheri-
tance, i.e., the portions allocated to them from the rest of the nation’s produce.

The commandment that the tribe of Levi have no land-inheritance among its lay
brothers applies both to the territory of the seven nations that God has promised
to give you now as well as to the territory of the three nations that God has prom-
ised to give you in the messianic future, should the nation conquer any of that
land before that time.*®* Moreover,
this prohibition applies equally to
lands that have been or may be con- cheek -
quered and apportioned by the na- \
tion’s leader as well as to lands that
each tribe may conquer individually.
Instead, Gop Himself is the priest’s A
or Levite’s inheritance, and the priest \

shoulder

or Levite must therefore devote him-
self exclusively to His service, as He
spoke concerning him.”

stomach

Besides the gifts you have already

been told about, the following must Figure 1. The Priests’ Entitlements from
Non-Sacred Animals

52. Numbers 18:8-19; see the full list given at the end of parashat Korach. 53. Leviticus 21:17-24. 54. Likutei Sichot, vol. 19, p. 316,
note 10. 55. Numbers 18:20. 56. Numbers 20:13. 57. Numbers 18:20; above, 10:8; Likutei Sichot, vol. 28, p. 121, note 65.
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[4] You must give: Since no minimal amount for
terumah or for the fleece from the first shearing
is specified in the Torah, the obligation can be
fulfilled with a miniscule gift. Rabbinical law,
however, stipulates that these gifts be at least
one-sixtieth of the overall yield, since they are
meant to be the priests’ source of livelihood,
substituting for the land-inheritance given to
the other tribes.*” Nowadays, since no one can
conclusively prove that he is of priestly lineage
(i-e., direct descent from Aaron), and since it is

a capital offense for a lay person to consume
terumah,’® practice has reverted to the original
requirement whereby only a minute amount of
produce is set aside as terumah, after which it is
burned. The commandment to give the first of
the fleece, however, is still performed nowadays,
since setting aside the fleece does not render it
holy, which would require that the priest be of
confirmed lineage to use it; therefore, the rabbin-
ic minimum for this commandment still applies.

66. V. 6. 67. Likutei Sichot, vol. 18, p. 180, footnote 10. 68. Mishneh Torah, Terumot 6:6.
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commandment does not apply to wild animals, only to domesticated ones.

These three gifts are given to the priests in recognition of how Aaron’s grandson
Pinchas earned the priesthood by raising his hand to slay Zimri and Kozbi, by
praying (with his mouth) for success, and by piercing them through their reproduc-
tive organs (euphemistically termed bellies in the account of the incident).*

As you have been told,”’ you must give the priest the first of your annual yields
of grain, wine, and oil (terumah). You must also give him the first of the fleece of
your sheep when you annually shear them. Only a flock that contains at least five
sheep is subject to this obligation. The fleece of other animals, however, is exempt
from this obligation, since only sheep wool is soft enough to be suitable to be made
into clothing.®

For Gop, your God, has selected him out of all your tribes to stand (for the sac-
rificial rites must be performed while standing) and serve in the name of Gop—
he and his sons—for all time.

The Divisions of the Priests

In order to ensure that the Temple function in an orderly man-
ner, I am going to divide the priests into divisions;*® each division will be required
to serve in the Temple for a specific, equal number of weeks each year. The officiat-
ing division will only be eligible to receive the portions due the priests from the
communal sacrifices (e.g., the daily or Sabbath offerings®) offered up during its
own turn. Each division is thus effectively “selling” its rights to these portions the
rest of the year to the other divisions in exchange for exclusive rights to these por-
tions during its period of service.

If, however, a Levite priest wishes to come from one of your cities out of all Is-
rael, where he sojourns, to offer up his own, personal sacrifice —whether volun-
tary or obligatory —in the Temple, he may come whenever his soul desires, to the
place Gop will choose as the site of the Temple,

and he may serve in the name of Gop, his God, just like all his Levite broth-
ers—the priests—who stand there before Gop, even if it is not the time desig-
nated for his division. Furthermore, during the three pilgrim festivals (and during
the six days following Shavuot), all priests may offer up sacrifices associated with
these festivals—not only those whose division happens to be serving in the Temple
at that time.

During the pilgrim festivals, all the priests must eat equal portions of the com-
munal sin-offerings specified for these festivals.®® Moreover, they must divide the
hides of all the ascent-offerings specified for these festivals equally among them-
selves. Thus, they will share equally in all the communal sacrifices offered up dur-
ing the pilgrim festivals except those not related to the festivals (e.g., the daily and
Sabbath offerings), which were “sold’ by the heads of each division to each other,
as explained above.*

60. Numbers 25:7-8. 61. Numbers 18:12. 62. Chulin 135a, 137a; Mishneh Torah, Bikurim 10:4. 63. Ta’anit 27a. 64. Numbers 28:1-10.
65. Numbers 28:22, 30, 29:16, 19, 22, 25, 28, 31, 34, 38.
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& A CLOSER LOOK &

[11] Necromancy: Communicating with the
souls of the dead is not forbidden per se; what
is specifically forbidden is communicating with
the dead by artificial means, i.e., by manipulat-
ing their corpses or skeletons. As an adjunct to
our own prayers, it is considered praiseworthy
to visit the graves of the righteous to ask them

to intercede with God on our behalf, just as
Caleb did in Hebron.®? (Of course, we must be
careful not to ask them to grant requests, since
only God has the power to bestow any sort of
beneficence.®’) In addition, particularly righ-
teous individuals are even able to “converse”
with the dead.®

& INNER DIMENSIONS 6

[13] Be wholehearted with Gop, your God:
The word for “wholehearted” (o’nn) also means
“complete” or “whole.” Thus read, this verse en-
joins us to be “whole,” i.e., not lacking anything,
in our relationship with God.

Specifically, the partzuf of Z'eir Anpin is the ar-
chetype of the human form, which is mirrored
in the anatomy and physiology of both the hu-
man body and the human soul. Just as the body

comprises 248 physical parts (limbs and organs),
both the soul and Z'eir Anpin comprise 248
spiritual parts; just as the physical body has 365
nerves and sinews, both the soul and Z’eir Anpin
possess 365 spiritual nerves and sinews. The 248
parts of Z’eir Anpin are the 248 active command-
ments and its 365 nerves and sinews are the
365 passive commandments. Every component
of the human soul and every component of the

82. Numbers 13:22. 83. Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 179:6 and commentaries ad loc.; see Gesher HaChaim 2:26. 84. Mishnat Chasidim,
HaYichudim 1:2; Emek HaMelech, introduction 3, §3-5; Sha’ar HaHakdamot 5, 7; Ma’amarei Admor HaEmtza’i — Kuntresim, pp. 21 ff.
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Deuteronomy 18:9-13 SHOFTIM

Divination vs. Prophecy

As I have told you,*” when you come into the land that Gop, your God, is giving
you, you must not study the abominations of those nations in order to act like-
wise. However, you should examine their idolatrous rites in order to impress upon
yourselves just how depraved these rites are and in order to teach your children
not to imitate these practices.

Specifically, there must not be among you anyone who passes his son or daugh-
ter through fire—this being the central feature of the cult of Molech,” or anyone
who consults” any of the following: a stick-diviner, a diviner of auspicious times,”
an illusionist, a diviner who interprets omens,” a divining sorcerer,”

a snake- or scorpion-diviner, a diviner who speaks from his armpit by prop-
ping up a human corpse under it,” a diviner who speaks from his mouth by plac-
ing the bone of an animal called a yido’a in it,”® or a diviner who communicates
with the dead either by resting a human corpse on his reproductive organ or by
consulting a skull.

Even though these methods of divination may be efficacious,” you must still
refrain from resorting to their use, for whoever does any of these things becomes
himself an abomination to Gop, and because of these abominations, Gop, your
God, is driving out the present occupants of the Land of Israel, who practiced
them, from before you.

Instead, rather than trying to obsessively divine the future, be wholehearted
with Gop, your God: trust Him and accept His providence. You will therefore not
fret about the future and thus not feel any need to foretell it. If you behave in this
manner, God will keep you in His land —in contrast to the pagan nations whom
He will drive out on account of the abominations they practice.”

& A CLOSER LOOK =&

[10-15] Divination: The purpose of divination
is to predict the future in order to enable one
to choose the most effective course of action in
the present. The Torah forbids this because we
are supposed to lead our lives according to its
laws and not according to any notions we may
have of what might prove advantageous. In the
“gray areas” of life, i.e., those issues about which
there is no explicit directive from the Torah and
regarding which someone might be in doubt
regarding what to do (for example, what career
to pursue, whom to marry, etc.),” it is permis-
sible—and even advisable—to attempt to ascer-
tain God’s will through means that He Himself
has provided: as the Torah here describes, we

are allowed to consult bona fide prophets for this
purpose, and ever since the close of the era of
prophecy, the inspired insight of reputable sages
of the Torah has taken their place.** In addition,
there are many other permissible means avail-
able (some of which were used even during the
era of prophecy), such as dream interpretation,
bibliomancy, and so on. These techniques are too
numerous and their methodologies too complex
to be detailed here, but their common denomi-
nator is that they only be practiced under the
guidance of a competent and qualified rabbinic
authority, so as to avoid any unwitting flirtation
with divination.®

69. Above, 12:29-31. 70. Leviticus 18:21, 20:2-5. 71. Gur Aryeh on Leviticus 19:31. 72. Leviticus 19:26 73.1Ibid. 74.Exodus
22:17. 75. Leviticus 19:31, 20:6, 27. 76. Leviticus 19:31, 20:6, 27. 77. Likutei Sichot, vol. 14, p. 66. 78. Likutei Sichot, vol. 14, p. 67.
79. Hitva'aduyot 5749, vol. 1, pp. 309 ff; Sefer HaSichot 5749, vol. 2, pp. 488-489; Sichot Kodesh 5729, vol. 2, p. 7. 80. Tanya, Igeret Ha-
Kodesh 22. 81. Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 178-179. See Chikrei Minhagim, vol. 1, pp. 230-239.
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& INNER DIMENSIONS 5

[continued...] Of course, we cannot all perform all
of the 613 commandments; some do not apply to
us (since we cannot all be kings, judges, priests,
and so on); others only apply when the Temple
is standing; others apply only within the Land of
Israel; others apply only to men and not to wom-
en, or conversely, only to women and not to men;
and still others apply only in specific situations
(such as if a couple wishes to divorce, or a person
owns his own house, etc.). The commandments
we cannot fulfill ourselves we fulfill vicariously
through those who can fulfill them. In addition,
we should study the laws regarding these com-
mandments, thereby fulfilling them at least “vir-
tually”; by learning how these commandments
are fulfilled, we internalize them, and in this way
they become part of us, almost as if we had ful-
filled them physically.**

If we do neglect to perform a commandment that
we should have performed, the “medicine” that
heals the injured or sick “limb” of our soul (and
thereby reinstates the flow of Divine energy to
the corresponding limb of our body, as well) is
teshuvah, repentance.”” Just as medicine must be

more potent than ordinary food in order to heal
sickness, so is teshuvah a more intense spiritual
exercise than is performing the other command-
ments, whose neglect it is designed to repair:
whereas other commandments elicit Divine
energy from God’s Name Havayah, which rep-
resents the process by which God constricted
His creative energy in order to create the world,
teshuvah elicits Divine energy from above the
Name Havayah. The rules by which God created
the world to function a priori are unforgiving:
injury or disease is painful and debilitating; sin
impairs the healthy functioning of the soul. But
medicine and teshuvah provide cures for physi-
cal and spiritual infirmity by wringing the con-
centrated inner potentials out of their mother
lodes—medicinal plants and chemicals, in the
case of medicine, and the inner dimension of
the soul, in the case of teshuvah. By evoking our
inner essence, our inner connection to God, we
elicit His forgiveness for having transgressed
His will, and He repairs the damage we caused
by our negligence. In this way, we can fulfill the
Torah'’s injunction in this verse to be “whole,”
i.e., not crippled, in our relationship with God.”

91. Igeret HaKodesh 29 (148b). 92. Yoma 86a. 93. Likutei Torah 4:55cd; Likutei Sichot, vol. 1, p. 57.
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Deuteronomy 18:14-18 SHOFTIM

Nonetheless, once you have wholeheartedly accepted God'’s
providence and are therefore free of anxiety over the future, you may seek to dis-
cover what the future holds. But whereas® these nations whom you are dispos-
sessing hearken to diviners of auspicious times, illusionists, and stick-diviners,
as for you, Gop, your God, has not abandoned you to these methods of divining
the future.

Rather, in order to enable you to obtain His guidance, Gop, your God has given
you—in contrast® to stick-diviners, who divine using tools—the urim and tumim,
through which He will communicate His will to your king regarding issues of na-
tional importance;” and —in contrast to diviners of auspicious times and illusion-
ists—He will appoint a prophet for you who hails from among you, from your
brothers, like I am one of you. You must hearken to him, for the prophets of every
generation will serve in my stead as your intermediaries with God.

This arrangement will accord with everything you asked of Gop, your God,
at Mount Horeb (i.e,, Mount Sinai), on the day of the assemblage of the entire
nation to receive the Torah, saying collectively to me, “Although I have seen that
with God’s supernatural help, it is possible to hear His voice directly and remain
alive, I prefer to receive the Torah in the context of my natural existence. Therefore,
I prefer not to continue to hear the voice of Gop, my God, directly, and not to
see this great fire anymore, and that way I will not die from the intensity of the
revelation. Rather, I prefer that you alone communicate directly with God and then
convey His words to me.”®

And Gobp said to me,* “They have done well in what they have spoken.

I will continue to communicate with them through you while you are alive, and
after you die I will authorize a prophet for them from among their brothers, like
you. I will place My words into his mouth, and he will speak to them all that I
command him to tell them.

& INNER DIMENSIONS 6

[continued...] human body correlates to one of the
613 components of the spiritual “body” of Z’eir
Anpin*®

Inasmuch as Z'’eir Anpin is the spiritual source
of the human body and soul, it follows that the
health of both the soul and the body are depen-
dent on the free and continuous flow of Divine
energy from Z'eir Anpin into its corresponding
components of the soul and the body, respective-
ly. It is therefore of paramount importance that
each individual fulfill all 613 commandments in
order to ensure that this flow proceed uninter-

rupted. If, on the other hand, a person neglects
to perform a commandment that he or she is ob-
ligated to fulfill, the absence of the spiritual pipe-
line that should have been forged by performing
that commandment prevents the corresponding
Divine energy from flowing from its source in
Z’eir Anpin into the person’s soul and body. This
deprivation of life-force renders the person spiri-
tually “disabled” with regard to that component
of his or her soul, and will adversely affect the
health of the corresponding component of his or
her body, as well. [continues...]

85. Likutei Sichot, vol. 14, p. 68. 86. Likutei Sichot, vol. 14, p. 66, note 16. 87. Exodus 28:30; Rashi on v. 14, above. 88. Above, 5:21-24;
Exodus 20:16; 24:7. 89. Above, 5:25-28. 90. Zohar 1:170b; Tikunei Zohar 30; Zohar 2:118a.
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I will exact punishment from him by putting
him to death Myself: In most other cases, the pun-
ishment that the Torah prescribes for infringing a
commandment is commensurate with the gravity
of the commandment. Here, however, no matter
what the prophet tells us to do or not to do, dis-
obeying is a capital offence, because the instructions

99. Likutei Sichot, vol. 34, pp. 120-121.
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communicated through a prophet are directly and
personally addressed from God to the recipients. In
contrast, the Torah’s other commandments, having
been formalized into a corpus of law, are one step
removed from us, the addressees, and therefore
violating them is not so brazen an affront to God’s
authority as is ignoring a prophet’s message.”
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Deuteronomy 18:19-19:2 SHOFTIM

Whoever does not hearken to My words, which he speaks in My name, I
will exact punishment from him by putting him to death Myself. This applies
even to a prophet who does not hearken to the very prophecy he himself has
pronounced, and also to a prophet who refuses to communicate a prophecy that
I have given him.

But the prophet who intentionally says something in My name that I did not
command him to say—whether I did not say it at all or whether I commanded
some other prophet to say it, or who speaks in the name of other deities —even if
he speaks the truth, such a prophet must be tried by the court and, if found guilty,
die by strangulation.’

If you say to yourself, ‘How will we know that the word that the prophet is
saying is one that Gop did not speak?’

If the prophet speaks in the name of Gop, prophesying something favorable,
and the thing does not transpire and does not come to pass, you will know that
that is the thing Gop did not say. The prophet has spoken it maleficently. You
must therefore not be afraid of him, that is, of bearing responsibility for his death
by incriminating him. However, if he prophesies calamity, the fact that the calam-
ity does not occur does not implicate him as a false prophet, since it could well be
that the wrongdoers (whose behavior precipitated the calamitous prophecy) have
since repented, and God therefore cancelled or commuted their punishment.*

With regard to a prophet who claims to be conveying a Divine imperative, you
have already been told that you must not listen to him if that imperative con-
tradicts anything taught in the Torah.” The exception to this is a prophet of es-
tablished reputation who instructs you to contravene the Torah as a temporary
measure called for by some exigency.” An example of this was when the prophet
Elijah offered up a sacrifice on Mount Carmel in order to contest idolatry,” even
though the Temple had already been built and thus offerings outside the Temple
were forbidden.

Cities of Refuge

“As you know, God commanded us to designate six cities of refuge in the
Promised Land. The purpose of these cities is to shelter unintentional murderers,
whose close relatives are allowed to kill if they find them outside these cities.”” I
have already designated three such cities in the territories that I assigned to the
tribes of Reuben and Gad and to half of the tribe of Manasseh.”® When you cross
over into Canaan and Gob, your God, cuts off the nations whose land Gop, your
God, is giving you, and you dispossess them and dwell in their cities and in
their houses,

you must designate three additional cities of refuge for yourself in the midst of
your land, which Gop, your God, is giving you to possess.

94. Sanhedrin 89a; Mishneh Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 10:4. 95. Above, 13:2-6. 96. 1 Kings 18:19-39. 97. Exodus 21:13; Numbers 35:9-34.
98. Above, 4:41-43.
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& A CLOSER LOOK =6

[8] When, in the future, Gop, your God, ex-
pands your boundary as He swore to your
forefathers: Besides initiating the resumption
of all of the Torah’s laws that were suspended
during the exile, the advent of the messianic Re-
demption will initiate an era of permanent world
peace and prosperity.!” These changes will not
in themselves necessitate any fundamental mod-
ification of human nature; after all, there have
been times of peace and prosperity in the past.

Nonetheless, we are told that this peace and
prosperity will be eternal, which would imply at
least an eventual reformation of human nature
in order to preclude any backsliding into mal-
feasance. Thus, there are prophecies that indi-
cate that, at some point in the messianic future,

there will be a radical transformation in human
nature, marked by God’s removal of the evil in-
clination, restoring us to the moral innocence of
Adam and Eve before they ate of the fruit of the
Tree of Knowledge.!® When that transformation
occurs, intentional murders will no longer be
committed, and even unintentional murders will
not occur, since unintentional sins occur when
some inner, hidden fault surfaces, and we will
be purged even of such faults.

Nonetheless, cities of refuge might still be neces-
sary then, in order to effect atonement for those
who committed an inadvertent murder before.
Such individuals will need to go into exile in the
nearest city of refuge.

The fact that there will be cities of refuge even

109. Isaiah 2:4, 52:7; Ezekiel 39:9; Micah 4:3. 110. Ezekiel 36:26; see above, on 16:18.
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Deuteronomy 19:3-8 SHOFTIM

Prepare for yourself the way to these cities by posting signs pointing the way to
them at every crossroad. Divide the length of your land, which Gop, your God,
is giving you as an inheritance, such that the three cities are equidistant one from
another as well as from the border, so it will be convenient for every unintentional
murderer to flee there, i.e., to one of them.

This is the case in which the unintentional murderer may flee there, so that he
may live: Whoever strikes his fellow to death unintentionally, whom he did not
hate in times past—

as when a man goes with his fellow into the forest to chop wood, and his hand
swings the ax to fell the tree, and either the iron flies off the handle or the ax’s
blow to the tree causes a chunk of wood to go flying, and it reaches his fellow and
he dies—he must flee to one of these cities and live.

God commands you to do all this—to designate multiple cities of refuge and
make them sufficiently accessible —lest the blood-avenger pursue the killer while
the former’s heart is hot, and overtake him because the way to the city of refuge
is too long, and he strikes the killer to death—although he was not deserving of
death, for he did not hate his victim and premeditate the murder beforehand.

Therefore, I command you, saying, “You must designate for yourself three
cities.’

When, in the future, Gop, your God, will expand your boundary as He swore
to your forefathers,'” and He gives you all the land of the Kenites (Ammon), the
Kenizites (Moab), and the Kadmonites (Edom), which He said He would give to
your forefathers'"!

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

When, in the future, Gop, your God, expands
your boundary as He swore to your forefathers:
The Torah has alluded to the messianic Redemption
before'® and will again later,'® but here it makes the
Redemption part and parcel of a commandment. In
so doing, it precludes two mistaken notions that a
person could entertain about its promises of a fu-
ture Redemption:

1. The Torah’s promises of redemption can be an-
nulled for some reason (for example, they could
be forfeited by the nation’s misbehavior).

2. The Redemption will be a solely spiritual occur-
rence and the prophecies referring to it may be
interpreted solely metaphorically.

It is true that God’s promises can be annulled; this
is why Jacob was afraid that he no longer deserved
God’s promised protection when he was about to
confront Esau.!™ But the Torah’s commandments
cannot be abrogated, so a promise that is part of a
commandment cannot be annulled.

Similarly, although there will indeed be a spiritual
dimension to the Redemption —which will in fact

be its principal significance—the Redemption will
also be manifest physically, just as all the Torah’s
commandments must be fulfilled physically, not-
withstanding their great spiritual relevance.'®

When, in the future, Gop, your God, expands
your boundary as He swore to your forefathers: It
is no accident that the future Redemption is alluded
to in the context of the cities of refuge. The cities
of refuge protect the inadvertent murderer from
the blood avenger and the murderer’s exile to the
city of refuge atones for his inadvertent sin.’% Al-
legorically, the blood avenger is our evil inclination,
who attempts to trick us into sinning and thereby
suffering some form of death—from a loss of vital-
ity in our spiritual endeavors up to and including
incurring the death penalty itself. The messianic
Redemption will be our ultimate refuge from this
pursuer, inasmuch as the evil inclination will then
be nullified.'’” Similarly, the messianic Redemption
and the attendant restitution of the Temple service
will afford all who need it the opportunity to com-
plete their atonement.'®

100. Exodus 34:24. 101. Genesis 15:19; Exodus 3:8, 23:31; Numbers 20:13; above, 1:7. 102. Exodus 15:7; Numbers 23:9, 24:19, etc.
103. Deuteronomy 30:3. 104. Genesis 32:11. 105. Likutei Sichot, vol. 34, pp. 119-120. 106. Genesis 9:5; Numbers 35:25. 107. Mishneh

Torah, Melachim 12:5. 108. Likutei Sichot, vol. 34, pp. 121-122.
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& A CLOSER LOOK ~

[continued...] in the messianic future indicates
that the permission the Torah grants the blood
avenger to kill the inadvertent murderer out-
side the city of refuge is not a concession to hu-
man barbarity, but is valid and just. As we have
noted, inadvertent sins reflect the presence of
some deep-seated evil; thus, if, by Divine provi-
dence, someone commits an inadvertent mur-
der, it indicates that he or she suffers from some

115. Likutei Sichot, vol. 24, p. 107-113.

serious inner moral flaw that requires drastic
treatment—either death or living in exile under
the threat of death for a protracted period. As
we have seen, the Torah makes use of several
methods of capital punishment; here, it decrees
that capital punishment be administered by the
blood avenger, or in his absence, a proxy ap-
pointed by the court.!®
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Deuteronomy 19:9-14 SHOFTIM

(provided that you safeguard this commandment completely by studying how
to perform it properly, enabling you to then indeed perform it properly —namely
the commandment that I am commanding you today: to love Gop, your God,'"
and to walk in His ways for all time'"?), you must add three more cities for your-
self in those territories, in addition to these three in Canaan,

so that the innocent blood of the unintentional murderer not be shed by the
avenger of the slain person in the midst of your land that Gop, your God, is giv-
ing you for an inheritance, which would make you guilty collectively of having
shed this blood.

There will thus eventually be nine cities of refuge: three to the west of the Jordan
River, three in the territory I have already assigned to the tribes of Reuben and Gad
and to half of the tribe of Manasseh, and three in the territory of Ammon, Moab,
and Edom.

But if a man hates his fellow, and as a result of this hatred lies in wait for him,
rises up against him, and intentionally strikes him mortally, and he flees to one
of these cities,

the elders of his city must send emissaries and have them take him from there
and deliver him into the hand of the blood-avenger, that he may die.

You must not pity him, regretting to kill another Jew besides the one that he
has already killed. You must rather, in this way, eliminate the injustice caused by
the shedding of the blood of the innocent murder victim from Israel, and it will
go well for you.

From such a case you can see how transgressing a minor prohibition leads a per-
son to transgress a more serious prohibition: at first, the murderer transgressed the
prohibition against hating one’s fellow;'" this led him to transgress the prohibition
against murder.

Theft

You must not push your neighbor’s landmark, which your pre-
decessors have erected as border markers, back into his territory in order to in-
crease the size of your own territory —for this is robbery. You have already been
told not to rob in general,'* so this prohibition makes you doubly liable to pun-
ishment. This double injunction applies, however, only in your land-inheritance
that you can bequeath to your offspring, in the land that Gop, your God, is giv-
ing you to possess. Outside of the Promised Land, such behavior does not incur
double punishment.

111. Above, 6:5. 112. Above, 5:30, 10:12, 22. 113. Leviticus 19:17. 114. Leviticus 19:13.
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and testify to the absolute transcendence of God’s
essence. To explain: no testimony per se is required
in order to prove the existence of the immanent Di-
vine power that sustains creation; it is enough for
us to contemplate the order and operation of nature
to deduce that such a power exists. In Job’s words,
“By [contemplating] my flesh, I behold God”'*—
just as the soul fills and animates the body, so must
there be a Divine energy that fills and animates the
universe.'”” No testimony is even required to sub-
stantiate the existence of the transcendent Divine
power that brings reality into being; just as the
mind accepts the reality of immanent Divinity, it
understands that that Divinity cannot be the fullest
expression of God’s potential. Intellect itself con-
cludes that there must be an aspect of Divinity that
transcends our intellect, that lies beyond our ken.

What does require testimony is the notion that
God’s essence is totally abstract, that it is beyond
not only our ability to understand but our ability
to conceive. The veracity of this notion must be es-
tablished by “witnesses” because there is no logical
imperative that this should be the case.

There are two types of witnesses to this notion:'*
attesting and testifying. The Torah refers to “heaven
and earth” as God’s testifying witnesses.”” Rela-
tive to individual human beings, heaven and earth
evince infinity. The heavenly bodies exist “eternal-
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ly,” that is, not exhibiting any discernible change
throughout the generations, and although the indi-
vidual creatures of earth do not live forever, their
species persist “forever,” that is, again, without
any discernible change throughout the generations.
Thus, heaven and earth testify that there is a (rela-
tively) infinite power embedded within creation,
and since all creation is created by God, this rela-
tive infinity must derive from a true infinity within
God, indicating that there is an aspect of God that is
infinitely beyond our ability to conceive.

The Torah’s attesting witnesses to the inconceiv-
able nature of God’s essence are the Jewish people.
Whereas heaven and earth only testify to God’s
infinity, the Jewish people aftest this infinity, i.e.,
they actualize it, so to speak. By studying the Torah
and performing God’s commandments, the Jewish
people introduce the ineffability of God’s essence
into the physical world, paradoxically accomplish-
ing the categorically impossible feat of expressing
what is by nature inexpressible in this finite world.

Herein lies the subtle difference between the tes-
timony offered by heaven and earth and the at-
testation offered by the Jewish people. While the
testimony of heaven and earth does indeed allow
the world to appreciate God’s infinity, it does not
necessarily imply that the universe cannot exist
apart from God. In contrast, the attestation of God’s

126. Job 19:26. 127. Midrash Tehilim 103:1; Vayikra Rabbah 4:8; Berachot 10a. 128. Zohar 3:86a. 129. Below, 30:19.
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Deuteronomy 19:15-17 SHOFTIM

Testimony; Perjury

You have been taught that a minimum of two witnesses are required to establish
guilt in capital cases.!® The same rule applies to most non-capital offenses: One
single witness must not be empowered to rise up against any person accused of
a crime and implicate him for any iniquity or for any sin, regarding any sin that
he or she may commit. Rather, the matter of someone’s innocence or guilt must
be confirmed by the testimony of at least two witnesses. Similarly, you have been
taught that in capital cases,'” the testimonies of the witnesses combine to form one
testimony, which therefore cannot be disqualified by showing that the witnesses
could not have witnessed the events unless this can be demonstrated for all of the
witnesses, whether the defendant is being indicted by the testimony of two wit-
nesses or by the testimony of three or any greater number of witnesses. This same
rule generally applies to non-capital cases.

The exception is that the testimony of one witness may be used to obligate a person
accused of a monetary liability to swear that he has no such liability. The gravity of
having to swear'® will presumably deter him from lying.

Witnesses must testify in person, orally, and not through an interpreter. Only adult
males are admissible as formal witnesses in legal cases' (since forcing a woman
to testify publicly would be considered disrespectful'®), with certain exceptions.'?

If two'? corrupt witnesses rise up against a man to bear untenable testimony
against him, and the defendant has been sentenced by virtue of that testimony but
has not yet been punished for his alleged crime,'” and then two other witnesses
testify that the first pair could not have possibly witnessed this crime,

the two original witnesses must stand trial themselves.

(When witnesses testify, as well as when the two litigants between whom the con-
troversy exists state their cases, they must stand to do so. Furthermore, they must
consider themselves as if they were standing before Gop Himself when they stand
before the priests'* and the judges and conduct themselves accordingly, and —as
you have been taught'* —they must accept the authority of the priests and judges
who will be in office at that time even if they cannot compare with the priests and
judges who came before them.)

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

The matter must be confirmed by the testimony  type of witnesses is the case described in this verse:
of two witnesses: There are two types of witness-  witnesses to a crime.
es in Jewish law: aftesting witnesses, who must be
present when a particular legal procedure occurs
in order for it to be considered legally valid; and
testifying witnesses, whose purpose is to testify in
court that they have witnessed some act, thereby
substantiating its factualness. An example of the
first type of witnesses is those that must be present
at a wedding ceremony or at divorce proceedingsin  The spiritual analogues of these two types of wit-
order for these to be valid; an example of the second  nesses are the two types of witnesses that attest to

Thus, the implication of the words “the matter must
be confirmed” in this verse changes subtly when
applied to either of these two types of witnesses. In
the first case, they mean “the procedure will be con-
sidered legally valid”; in the second case, they mean
“the act will be considered to have happened.”

116. Above, 17:6; Numbers 35:31. 117. Above, 17:6. 118. Exodus 20:7; Above, 5:11, 6:13, 10:20. 119. Rashi on v. 17, below. 120. Sha-
vuot 30a. 121. Ketubot 2:6, 72a; Yevamot 39b; Bava Kama 114b, etc. 122. Rashi on v. 15, above, and v. 18, below. 123. Rashi on v. 19,
below. 124. See above, 17:9. 125. Above, 17:9.
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infinity expressed by our study of the Torah and
fulfillment of the commandments implies explicitly
that God'’s existence is the only true existence, that
all other forms of existence are contingent upon His
and that “nothing exists besides Him.”*

These two types of witness are reflected in the dif-
ferent ways we can approach our Divine mission
in life. Most aspects of this mission make perfect
sense, and therefore, a cursory reflection on the
nature of human life, at most, is required to mo-
tivate us to dedicate ourselves to this mission en-

139. Above, 4:35. 140. Likutei Sichot, vol. 19, pp. 188-196.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

thusiastically. Furthermore, even the occasional
need for self-sacrifice can for the most part be well-
understood logically, since logic can admit that it
is sometimes necessary to override logic, resorting
to supra-logical means to accomplish logical ends.
But the highest form of dedication to our Divine
mission is unlimited, unconditional self-sacrifice
that ignores logic altogether. Such self-sacrifice can
only stem from the sense of self-identification with
God that is wholly beyond the ability of the intel-
lect to conceive.™
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Deuteronomy 19:18-20:1 SHOFTIM

The judges must investigate thoroughly, and if it is indeed determined that the
witnesses are false witnesses, because they testified falsely against their brother,

then you must do to them what they plotted to do to their brother; you must
thus eliminate this evil from your midst. An exception to this rule is if they ac-
cused a priest’s married daughter of adultery; in such a case, the false witnesses
must suffer the punishment that would have been given to her alleged paramour
(death by strangulation) rather than that which would have been given to her
(death by burning).'®

You must announce the sentence of these false witnesses publicly, so that those
who remain—i.e., all other potential witnesses —will listen and fear, and thus
they will no longer continue to commit any such evil thing among you.

You must not have pity on the false witnesses but exact from them the same
punishment that would have been exacted from the defendant had he or she been
declared guilty: the perjuring witnesses must pay with their lives for having
caused the accused party to be sentenced to lose his life; they must pay the ac-
cused full monetary compensation for the loss of an eye if he was sentenced to pay
monetary compensation for having caused the loss of an eye, and likewise —the
monetary compensation of a tooth for a tooth, of a hand for a hand, and of a foot
for a foot. In these latter cases, the false witnesses must pay the defendant the dif-
ference between the price the supposed victim would have commanded on the
slave market before and after suffering the damage the defendant was accused of
inflicting on him.'**

Preparations for War

As you know, when you enter the Land of Israel, you are obligated to wage
war against its present occupants, either killing them'? or driving them out of the
land.”* If, at some future point, you deem it necessary to expand the borders of
the Promised Land, you may, after consulting with God through His prophets
or the urim and tumim,"** wage an optional war against your neighbors. In either
case, when you go out to war, whether it be an obligatory or optional war,' you
must bear in mind that since you are contending against your enemies, who will
show you no mercy if you fall into their hands, you must likewise not show them
any mercy. Furthermore, you must be confident that God will assist you in your
confrontation with them: If'* you see the enemy armies, then see them as God
does—as easy to defeat as one single horse and one single chariot. And although
the people in the enemy’s army may appear frighteningly numerous to you, in
God’s eyes they are not frightening at all. Thus, you must not be afraid of them,
for Gop, your God, who brought you up out of Egypt, is with you. The fact that
you are resolutely dedicated to the pursuit of justice—as evidenced by how you
are not afraid to punish false witnesses in the cases described above —assures you
of God’s assistance in battle.

130. Leviticus 21:9. 131. Sanhedrin 89a. 132. See Exodus 21:24; Leviticus 24:20. 133. Above, 7:2. 134. Exodus 23:31-33; Numbers
33:52-53. 135. Detailed in Numbers 34:1-12. 136. Exodus 28:30; Numbers 27:21; above, 18:22. 137. Likutei Sichot, vol. 14, pp. 80-81,
and note 18 there. 138. Likutei Sichot, vol. 14, p. 80.
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Deuteronomy 20:2-7 SHOFTIM

However, you must first ensure that all those who are exempt from military ser-
vice are either released from conscription or not conscripted in the first place. First-
ly, anyone lacking a limb or organ is exempt."*! Secondly, all those who may not be
able to summon their full courage in battle must not be allowed to fight. Therefore,
when you—that is, those of you who have been conscripted into military service —
are about to cross the border of the territory you control and approach the battle-
field, the priest who has been designated and anointed with oil for the purpose of
addressing the soldiers must approach and speak to the people. He must deliver
this address in Hebrew.

He must say to them as follows: ‘Even if you have no collective merit other than
that earned by reciting Hear, O Israel! —the Shema—twice a day, God will still help
you. Today you are approaching the battle against your enemies. If they capture
you, they will not show you mercy. Therefore, summon your courage for battle.
You must not let your hearts become faint when you hear the neighing of their
horses and the trampling of their horses” hooves! You must not be afraid when
you hear the clanging of their shields! You must not be alarmed when you hear
the blast of their trumpets! And you must not be terrified of them when you hear
their shouts!

For whereas they rely solely on human prowess, you have the protection of Gop,
your God; He is the one who accompanies you, as evidenced by the continued
presence of the Ark of the Covenant in the middle of your encampments and trek-
king formation. You may therefore confidently rely on Him to fight for you against
your enemies, and to save you from them.”’

The priest must then say the following in an undertone, and the law-enforcement
officials must afterward speak to the people, saying out loud what the priest just
said in an undertone: “Has anyone built a new house but has not yet inaugurated
it by beginning to live in it? If so, he must go and return to his house, lest he die in
the war and another man inaugurate it.” The soldier’s anxiety over this possibility
will prevent him from summoning his full courage in battle.

The priest—again in an undertone, followed by the officials out loud —must con-
tinue: ‘And has anyone planted a vineyard but has not yet redeemed it, that is,
its fourth-year fruit,'” in order to eat of its fruit for the first time? If so, he must go
and return to his house, lest he die in the war and another man redeem it.” Here,
too, the soldier’s anxiety over this possibility will prevent him from summoning
his full courage in battle.

The priest—again in an undertone, followed by the officials out loud —must con-
tinue: ‘And has anyone betrothed a woman but has not yet taken her as a wife?
If so, he must go and return to his house, lest he die in the war and another man
take her in his stead.” Once again, the soldier’s anxiety over this possibility will
prevent him from summoning his full courage in battle.

141. Rashi on v. 1, above. 142. Leviticus 19:24-25.
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If it responds to you with peace and opens up its gates to you, the terms are
that all the people found therein both become tributary to you and serve you;
they are not allowed to accept only one of these conditions. Even if you find there
members of the seven nations whom you are commanded to exterminate,'” you
may, in this case, allow them to live and become your servants.'*®

If the city does not make peace with you on these terms, you can be certain
that it will eventually wage war against you if you leave it unconquered. You
must therefore besiege it, and, if necessary, starve its inhabitants, make them
suffer thirst, and kill them by spreading mortal diseases among them, until they
surrender.

147. Below, v. 16. 148. See Rashi on Sotah 35b, s.v. VeKatvu Milematah.
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Deuteronomy 20:8-12 SHOFTIM

The priest having finished his address, the officials must then add the following
to the priest’s words, and speak to the people and say, ‘Is there anyone who is
fearful and fainthearted —being afraid to do battle? If so, he must go and return
to his house, so as not to cause the heart of his brothers to melt as his heart has
melted.” Fear is the most crucial reason for exemption from military service, since
its contagiousness could enervate the entire army, and as such, it should have been
announced first. But instead, it is announced last, in order to include those who
become struck by fear only at the last minute, just before going into battle.

From another perspective, this final reason for exemption from service is addressed
specifically and exclusively to those who are afraid that their sins will outweigh
their merits, rendering them unworthy of Divine protection. In this context, when
the priest announced at the outset that the soldiers must not be afraid of battle,'*
those who were nonetheless afraid understood that if they cannot meet this condi-
tion they must return home, and no further exemption was necessary for them.
God then excused the owner of a new house, the owner of a new vineyard, and the
betrothed man from military service—not because they are subject to any anxiety
that would undermines their ability to engage in combat, but so as not to embar-
rass the sinners from deserting the front, since their departure could be attributed
to their belonging to one of the other three categories. In each of these three cases,
the expression ‘lest he die in the war” means that if such a soldier does not return
from the front—because he thinks that his situation in no way undermines his abil-
ity to fight—he deserves to die in battle for not obeying the priest. The reason that
the announcement regarding fear is pronounced last, in this context, is in order to
protect the sinners: were it to be announced first, everyone else would see these
people preparing already at that point to leave the battlefield, thus defeating the
whole purpose of exempting the other three categories of soldiers.'*

In any case, after the priests and officials finish their declarations, those who are
exempted from combat duty leave the front and return home. Nonetheless, they
are still required to supply the troops with water or food and repair the roads, as
necessary.'*

When the officials finish speaking to the people, they must appoint officers
over the legions to stand at the head and at the rear of the people. It will be the
job of these officers to deter deserters, encouraging them by saying, “Return to the
battle and do not flee, for flight will lead to defeat!” and threatening to cut off their
legs should they attempt to desert.

Laying Siege
If, in the course of an optional war,'*® you approach a city to

wage war against it, you must first propose peace to it according to the following
terms:

146

143. Above, v. 3. 144. Likutei Sichot, vol. 9, pp. 121-127. 145. Rashi on 24:5, below. 146. Likutei Sichot, vol. 14, pp. 78-82.
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remain in the water, but they can migrate from one
body of water to another. In contrast, it is much
harder to successfully transplant a plant. This is
particularly evident with respect to trees, which
remain alive and develop from year to year. Their
ability to not only weather the changing seasons but
thrive despite them bespeaks their strong connec-
tion to their life-source. Similarly, the emotions are
more deeply rooted in the soul than is the intellect.
They are therefore at the same time more fixed and
more compelling than the intellect, which can flit
from conclusion to new conclusion like an animal
can move from place to place.
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Therefore, it is specifically our emotions that betray
how developed a human being we have become.
Anyone can be gifted with superior intelligence or
talent, but truly refined emotions are achieved only
through dedicated efforts at self-betterment.

The sign that a person has attained some level of
emotional maturity is that he or she has consciously
decided to shed childlike self-absorption and be-
come of some use to the world. The allegory for this
maturity is the fruit-bearing tree. Unlike a barren
tree, which merely impresses us with its stately
presence or offers us shade (for which it sacrifices
nothing), the fruit-bearing tree provides us with
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Deuteronomy 20:13-19 SHOFTIM

If you indeed offer this city peace and then besiege it if it refuses, Gop, your
God, will deliver it into your hands, and you must then kill all its adult males
by the sword.

However, the women, the children, the livestock, and everything that is in the
city—all its spoils—you may take for yourself, and thus you will consume the
spoils of your enemies that Gop, your God, will have given you.

You must do likewise to all the cities that are far from you, i.e., outside your
borders, which are not one of the cities of these seven nations currently occupy-
ing the Promised Land.

It is only with regard to any of the cities of these seven peoples occupying
the Promised Land, which Gopb, your God, is giving you as an inheritance,
that you must not allow any soul within them to live once you have begun to
besiege them.'*

Rather, you must utterly destroy them—the Hittites, the Amorites, the Ca-
naanites, the Perizites, the Hivites, the Jebusites, and the Girgashites, as Gob,
your God, has commanded you'"—

in order that they not teach you to act in accordance with all their abomina-
tions that they have performed for their deities, whereby you would be sinning
against Gop, your God. If, however, members of these nations forsake their idola-
trous ways and convert to Judaism, you may accept them and allow them to live.

Before beginning to besiege them, however, you may propose peace to them —just
as I did to Sichon'!—although you are not required to do so, as you are in the case
of an optional war.'>*

Returning to the laws of besieging a city outside the Promised Land: If'** you
besiege such a city, you must begin the siege more than two days before the Sab-
bath, and repeat your offer of peace a few times during this period before you
undertake to wage war against it in order to capture it. You must not destroy its
fruit trees by wielding an ax against them, for since you may eat from them, you
must not cut them down. Is the tree of the field a man, who is able to come into
the besieged city, fleeing from you? Since it is not, you should not punish it.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Is the tree of the field a man: The wording of
this phrase in Hebrew allows it to be understood
not only as a question but also as a statement (“Man
is a tree of the field”), and indeed, the Torah has
already metaphorically referred to a righteous indi-
vidual as a tree.”

The principal way in which a tree serves as a meta-
phor for a human being is that just as a tree grows
and produces fruit, so are we expected to mature
and be productive in life.

Of all the constituents of the human being that ex-
hibit growth and maturation, the one capable of do-

ing so most strikingly is our emotions: our likes and
dislikes, our aspirations and dreams. When gov-
erned and trained by our intellect—the character-
istic that elevates us above the other three natural
kingdoms (inanimate, vegetable, and animal)—our
emotions can mature so dramatically that they bear
almost no resemblance to the infantile or base emo-
tions we felt as children.

Furthermore, what distinguishes the plant king-
dom from other forms of life is that plants must
always be connected to their source of vitality —the
earth—in order to remain alive. True, fish must

149. Likutei Sichot, vol. 14, p. 83, note 25. 150. Above, 7:2. 151. Numbers 21:21; above, 2:26-27; Likutei Sichot, vol. 14, p. 82. 152. Li-
kutei Sichot, vol. 14, p. 82, note 24. 153. Likutei Sichot, vol. 14, pp. 79-81. 154. Numbers 13:20.
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is nourished by the tree proper, and it is for that
reason that the permissibility of cutting down the
entire tree depends on the presence or absence of
fruit. Allegorically, the tree proper represents ab-
stract intellect, which, because it is not concerned
with the implications of its conclusions, does not di-
rectly affect the emotions; whereas the parts of the
tree from which the fruit directly grows represent
concrete intellect, which directly affects the growth
and maturation of the emotions.

The concrete intellect, although directly responsible
for the development of the emotions, is insufficient
in two regards: firstly, being so closely allied to the
emotions, they can easily resist it. For example,
when we are in an indifferent mood, our emotions
can remain unimpressed by the efforts of the con-
crete intellect to steer them in the proper direction.
Similarly, the concrete intellect can sometimes be
influenced by the emotions instead of influencing
them: our predisposition toward a particular emo-
tion can prevail upon the intellect to rationalize that
emotion.

Secondly, even when the concrete intellect does suc-
ceed in refining the emotions, it cannot transform
them totally, since it remains tied to them. It has
applied itself too intimately to the specifics of the
particular emotion on which it is focused to enable
it to transform that emotion altogether.

The abstract intellect, in contrast, is not vulnerable
to these pitfalls. Being removed from the emotions,
it can be neither easily resisted by them nor influ-
enced by them. By the same token, being removed
from any particular emotion, it can easily transform
it, transplanting it, so to speak, into a totally differ-
ent context.

This dichotomy also characterizes the inner and
outer dimensions of the Torah. The exoteric dimen-

158. Likutei Sichot, vol. 4, pp. 1114-1119. 159. Tana d’vei Eliahu 11.
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sion of the Torah, which is garbed in the issues and
phenomena of the material world, can sometimes
fail to refine us properly, and even when it does, it
does not transform us into the Godly human beings
we are meant to become. The esoteric dimension of
the Torah, in contrast, abstracted from the material
context of this world, cannot but refine us; further-
more, it is uniquely suited to transforming us by
revealing our intrinsic Divine potential to manifest
our innate holiness.!

The Sanhedrin must go out: It can be readily un-
derstood why the court of the nearest city must be
involved in the ritual of atonement for an unwit-
nessed murder: as part of the ritual itself, the judges
must absolve themselves of any guilt of having not
given him proper escort. Why, however, must the
Sanhedrin, whose seat is in Jerusalem, trouble itself
to travel to some far-flung outpost to participate in
the ritual? What fault is it of theirs that this crime
occurred?

The Midrash'® answers that, indeed, the Sanhedrin
is responsible for the moral education of the nation;
thus, they are quite responsible for such a crime,
even if indirectly. This is a clear lesson for any of
us who are in a position of influence: we must not
be content to merely dispatch the tasks associated
with our position; we must utilize our influence for
the moral edification of the widest public possible.

Allegorically, the “slain” person out in the “field”
is anyone who is a victim of either his own or soci-
ety’s secular-materialist outlook, which cuts him off
from the Torah, our source of true life and vitality.
If anyone might question of what concern such an
individual should be to those fortunate enough not
to have fallen victim to such an outlook, the Torah
here tells us otherwise. The Sanhedrin itself must
assume responsibility for such a person, and the
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Deuteronomy 20:20-21:2 SHOFTIM

However, you may destroy and cut down any tree that you know is not a food
tree and use its wood to build a blockade against the city that makes war with
you, keeping the city besieged until its submission.

Unsolved Murder

As you have been told,” criminal bloodshed creates a collective guilt that
devolves on the entire people—and on the very land itself—and this guilt must
be atoned for. In the case of a witnessed intentional murder, the execution of the
murderer atones for this guilt; in the case of a witnessed unintentional murder, the
exile of the murderer to a city of refuge (or his execution by the blood-avenger)
atones. It now remains to explain how the guilt of bloodshed is to be atoned for in
the case of an unsolved murder.

If a slain person be found anywhere in the land that Gop, your God, is giving
you to possess, lying in the field, and it is not known who slew him,

your elders and judges, i.e., the Sanhedrin, must go out to the site where the
corpse was found and measure the distance from that site to the cities surround-
ing the corpse in all directions in order to ascertain which city is closest. This city
must then collectively assume the responsibility for atoning for the guilt caused by
the murder,'® as follows:

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

nourishment and delight at its own expense.

In this context, the Torah’s prohibition against cut-
ting down fruit-bearing trees, together with the
permission it grants us to fell barren trees, may be
interpreted to mean that we should take care to seek
instruction and inspiration from people who are not
only intelligent and talented but who have made ita
point to utilize their gifts for the greater good.

The emotions’ deeper rootedness in the soul as
compared to the intellect’s is also reflected in the
collective psychology of the Jewish people. We owe
our commonality to our shared ancestry, being the
descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. As we
have seen, the three patriarchs expressed the three
primary Divine emotions: loving-kindness, restraint,
and mercy. Although we do possess a unique “Jew-
ish intellect,” it is chiefly the emotions that we have
inherited from the patriarchs that express our es-
sential connection to them.

Thus, an immediate lesson from the tree-metaphor
is that although some of us can live our lives as
“fish,” totally immersed in our spiritual life-source,
i.e., learning Torah and praying, most of us live our
lives as “trees,” exposed to the elements and having
to weather the varying spiritual climates that char-
acterize the material world. As such, it is imperative
that we have strong roots, i.e., that we ensure that
we remain firmly rooted in the world of Torah and

true to the heritage of our forefathers. By the same
token, those of us whose lives are spent chiefly
studying the Torah must realize that they must be
not only “fish” —darting to and fro in the intellectu-
al sea of abstract thought—but also “trees,” steadily
growing as they refine their emotions, so that when
they venture forth from the incubator of Torah, they
will remain properly spiritual oriented.

(Once we define the tree-metaphor as referring
specifically to the emotions, we can again interpret
this verse in its plain sense, i.e., as a question: Of
the four synonyms for “man” used by the Torah, the
one used in this verse [adam] specifically emphasiz-
es the superiority of the human being’s intelligence
relative to that of other forms of life. In this context,
this verse can be understood to mean, “Is adam a tree
of the field?”—i.e., “Is a person’s superior intellect
measured by the maturity of his or her emotions?”
To which the answer is a resounding “yes!” because,
as we have explained, the reason God granted us
superior intellect is not to engage in intellectual ex-
ploits for their own sake but for the sake of posi-
tively influencing and refining our emotions.)”

Is the tree of the field a man: Carrying the anal-
ogy a step further, we note that fruit does not grow
on the trunk of the tree itself, or even directly on
its branches; it develops only out of flowers that
bud off the tree’s branches. Nonetheless, fruit

155. Numbers 35:33-34; above, 19:13. 156. Likutei Sichot, vol. 24, p. 127, note 59. 157. Likutei Sichot, vol. 4, pp. 1114-1119, vol. 24,

pp. 115-120.
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Deuteronomy 21:3-9 SHOFTIM

From the city closest to the corpse, the elders, i.e., the court, of that city must
take a calf with which labor has never been performed and that has never drawn
any load with a yoke,

and the elders of that city must bring the calf down to a virgin valley that has
never been tilled or sown, and there in the valley, they must decapitate the calf
with a hatchet.'®® The death of the calf—too young to have borne offspring, and
killed in a location that had never produced any yield and in a manner that dis-
qualifies it for Jewish consumption'®' —will atone for the death of this slain person,
whose life was cut short before he could fulfill all his potential.'®

The Levitic priests of that city must also approach the decapitated calf, for
Gop, your God, has chosen them to serve Him and to bless the people in the
Name of Gop, and by their mouth must every controversy and every dermal
lesion be judged.'®®

All the elders of that city, who were nearest to the corpse, must wash their
hands over the calf that was decapitated in the valley,

and must declare their innocence and say, “Our hands did not indirectly
shed this blood by letting this person depart from our city without proper es-
cort,'* for our eyes did not see him leave.’

The priests must then address God, saying, “Grant atonement for Your peo-
ple Israel, whom You have redeemed, O Gop, and do not lay the guilt of this
innocent blood upon your people Israel.” Thus the bloodguilt will be atoned
for them.

Nevertheless, if the murderer is later found, you must still abolish the guilt of
innocent blood from among you by sentencing him to death and executing him,
for you must do what is proper in the eyes of Gop.”

The Haftarah for parashat Shoftim is on p. 244.

>o°

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

local authorities must provide him or her with a  coldness and shield us from negative influences).
proper Torah education (“food,” as the Torah is our ~ Following their example, we too must do our ut-
spiritual sustenance) and inculcate in him or her the  most to see to the physical and spiritual needs of
need to perform God’s commandments (“clothing,”  our brothers and sisters in distress.'®®

as the commandments protect us from spiritual

160. Rashi on Sotah 45b, s.v. BeKofitz. 161. Likutei Sichot, vol. 24, p. 126. 162. Likutei Sichot, vol. 24, pp. 121-129, particularly p. 129,
note 77%. 163. Above, 17:8. 164. See on Genesis 18:16. 165. Likutei Sichot, vol. 24, pp. 129-131.
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